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Reflections On Denmark As It Was,
And Emigration To America
by ARLOW W. ANDERSEN
In the late medieval and modern periods the histories of
Denmark and Norway paralleled each other. During much
of that interval the Union of Kalmar (1397-1523), which
included also a dynastic tie with Sweden, practically insured
common political, economic, and religious development. On
the threshold of the modern age Sweden broke away from
the Union (1523), but Norway was obliged to remain under
Danish rule until 1814.
For the Dano-Norwegian
realm the transition from
medieval to modern was marked by the official acceptance
of the Lutheran Reformation in 1536 and by the strengthening of the royal Danish government, which henceforth
exercised authority in matters both temporal and spiritual.
There was no violent break with Roman Catholicism. Nearly
all of the prelates and priests remained in their offices and
parishes . Aided by a national consciousness and by a new
humanistic interpretation of the Bible, the Roman institution
suffered gradual dissolution, and its landed property was
secularized. During the reign of Frederick I (1523-1533) an
evangelical movement prospered under the guidance of a
former monk, Hans Tausen, who returned from his studies
in Wittenberg, the meccas of Lutheranism, to teach and to
translate into Danish the New Testament and the Lutheran
Hymnal. In the new order of things, in the reign of Christian
III (1533-1559). Tausen was consecrated Bishop of Ribe. The
king himself was instrumental in 1550 in getting the first
Danish version of the entire Bible. As far as the peasants
were concerned, it was probably the change from the
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scholarly Latin to the familiar vernacular that was the most
important aspect of the Reformation.
In the age of the religious wars in Europe Danish kings
busied themelves not primarily with church affairs but with
dynastic and secular pursuits. Frederick II (1559-1577), often
praised as the Renaissance king, engaged Eric XIV of Sweden
(1560-1568) in an abortive war, ostensibly for the right to
use the Scandinavian coat of arms. Though not a scholar, he
encouraged scientific study. The distinguished astronomer
Tycho Brahe (1546-1601) was given an island in the Sound as
a fief. Here Brahe, before the invention of the telescope,
worked out the first reliable star catalog. Frederick claimed
the right to collect dues of all nations using the Sound,
including the English in their trade with Muscovy.
Danes recall with pride the long reign of Christian IV
(1588-1648). His dream of making Denmark the Holland of
the North and of conquering Sweden led to the Kalmar War
of 1611-1613, a minor part of the extended period of SwedoDanish hostilities from 1563 to 1720. The royal jealousy of
Brahe forced the astronomer to move to Prague. Christian
built his own Round Tower as an observatory. His interests
were many. As a lover of music he stimulated organbuilding. As one who looked to the sea, he dispatched an
admiral to Ceylon by way of the Cape of Good Hope and
sponsored expeditions to Greenland. Against the advice of
the parliament, or Rigsrdd, he brought Denmark into the
Thirty Years' War, not only against the Catholic Hapsburgs
but against Lutheran Sweden. Sweden emerged as victor in
1645 and gained two Baltic islands and two Norwegian
provinces.
In the pattern of France's Louis XIV, the great Sun King,
Denmark moved toward absolute and divine right monarchy
in the seventeenth century. Unlike the French Bourbon king,
Frederick III (1648-1670) was supported not by nobles but by
merchants, lower clergy, middle class officials,· and small
landowners. Thus the monarchy gained the confidence of the
common people. Henceforth kingship was hereditary, no
longer to capricious decisions by a factious nobility.
For the most part Danish history in the eighteenth
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century was marked by moderate progress. Frederick IV
(1699-1730), only 28 years of age when he ascended the
throne, allied himself with two other rulers in their late
twenties, Peter the Great of Russia and Augustus the Strong
of Poland. All were alarmed over young Charles XII of
Sweden and his expansionist schemes. Dangers of Swedish
conquest of the entire Baltic area subsided with the sudden
death of Charles in 1718 while on a military campaign in
Danish-owned Norway. Denmark succeeded in remaining
neutral during the Seven Years' War (1756-1763), which
involved England and France in a struggle for supremacy in
North America and India, and Prussia and Austria for
hegemony in Germany.
A temporary decline in royal prestige resulted from the
behavior of Johann Friedrich Struensee, German-born
physician to the mentally ill Christian VII (1766-1808). As
minister of the privy council, Struensee practically usurped
the powers of the monarch. But his unabashed manipulation
of the helpless ruler, and especially his adulterous relationship to the young and homesick English-born Queen
Caroline Matilda, daughter of the Prince of Wales, brought
charges that led to his brutal execution in 1772.
Streunsee is credited with having ignited the spirit of
reform which culminated in the abolition of serfdom by
1788, a year before revolution was to accomplish the same
end in France. The Danish emancipation originated not as
the outcome of violent struggle but in the minds of Crown
Prince Frederick and his ministers. Frederick, who took the
reins of government from his incapacitated father in 1784
and succeeded him as Frederick VI in 1808, helped to restore
the monarchy to its former position of respect. Yet the
Struensee episode had cost Denmark much in the way of
prestige in Europe and may have influenced England to
attack the little pro-French country during the Napoleonic
Wars.
In the declining years of Christian VII Denmark's shores
and capital city of Copenhagen were raked by British
gunnery, first in 1801 and again in 1807. Danish territory
was invaded. The alliance with Napoleon brought only loss
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and disappointment.
Denmark's
trade relations were
disrupted, thanks to Britain's control of the seas and to
Napoleon's Continental System. Many of her seamen were
interned for the duration of the wars in British prison ships.
At the end of hostilities, in the humiliating Treaty of Kiel
(1814), Denmark was forced to relinquish Norway to
Charles XIII, last of the Vasa line in Sweden, and to
surrender almost the last vestige of her power in the Baltic
region. Only a part of Swedish Pomerania was given to the
Danes. It was small comfort that Denmark's Frederick VI
was able to retain possession of his non-European island
outposts, namely Greenland, Iceland, and Faeroes, the
Danish West Indies (Virgin Islands), and scattered trading
stations on the coasts of Africa and India. Denmark's fleet
was permanently crippled. Her merchant marine tonnage
dwindled to insignificance with the loss of Norwegian
shipping as well as her own. War indebtedness burdened the
state for many years to come.
Through the distressing years from 1815 to 1848, in the
age of the reactionary Austrian minister, Prince Metternich,
Danish citizens remained loyal to the monarchy but were
somewhat distrustful of the king's ministers. One important
achievement merits attention. Beginning in 1831, and
probably as a consequence of the French revolution of 1830,
which overthrew the Bourbons once and for all, the Danish
government compromised with liberal demands by introducing advisory diets in the provinces. As with other European
capitals, Copenhagen sneezed when Paris coughed.
Denmark's woes were compounded by two "Slesvig
Wars," one with Prussia in 1848-1849, and the other with
Prussia and Austria in 1864. By the terms of the Vienna
settlement of 1815 Holstein, a southern province governed
by the king of Denmark, became a melJlber state of the
newly created German Confederation. By 1848, the year of
revolutions marking the end of the conservative age,
German nationalism rose to the point where Holsteiners and
their neighbors to the north, the strong German minority in
Slesvig,
demanded
constitutional
government
from
Denmark's Christian VIII (1839-1848), the very person who
-20-

as regent of Norway for a brief interval in 1814 had
encouraged the formulation of the liberal Norwegian
constitution drawn up at Eidsvoll. King Christian's death in
1848 bequeathed the constitutional issue to Frederick VII
(1848-1863), who proceeded in 1849 to grant a written
framework of government to his Danish subjects but not
specifically to the people of Slesvig and Holstein.
Frederick VII' s constitution was an enlightenment document providing for a bicameral parliament and a more
liberal franchise. Legislative powers were vested jointly in
the king and the elected representatives.
Henceforth
a lower house, or Folketing, would be elected directly
by all male citizens of the age of thirty or over, the term
of office being three years. Members of the upper chamber,
the Landsting, were indirectly elected for eight-year terms.
Property qualifications for voting were abolished. Thus
terminated royal absolutism and government by privileged
estates. So also political democracy, long practiced in rural
areas and in smaller communities, came to be introduced on
a national scale.
But Frederick and Denmark were not to be left
undisturbed. Neither Prussia nor Austria, whose former
rulers were once loyal to the repressive Holy Alliance,
approved of even moderately liberal measures at midcentury. Prussia intervened militarily to check the Danish
reaction to rebellion in dissatisfied Holstein. Involved in the
Slesvig-Holstein question were many crucial issues. Did
Frederick VII have a rightful claim on the two duchies? Were
the two duchies to be regarded as inseparable twins? Were
the German folk of Slesvig, and especially of Holstein,
accorded proper and equal recognition and treatment with
the Danes? If nationalism were to triumph, how could a
satisfactory decision be reached without depriving Denmark
of invaluable resources, both natural and human? In the end,
several neutral powers in the London Protocol of 1850
guaranteed Danish integrity. Prussian forces withdrew.
Denmark promised in 1851, however, that no union would
take place between herself and either of the duchies. Some
Danes were already convinced of the impracticability of
-21-

incorporating either Slesvig or Holstein into their country.
A second Slesvig War, to employ the Danish
terminology, occurred in 1864. Charged with breaking her
word not to encourage union, Denmark became the victim
of a joint Prussian and Austrian attack, a part of the larger
strategy of Prime Minister Otto von Bismarck of Prussia for
uniting all of the German states save Austria into one
empire. No conference of neutral powers now softened the
blow for Denmark, which suffered two setbacks as a result
of the war. First, she was deprived of the duchies, Slesvig being ceded to Prussia, and Holstein to Austria. Although the
Slesvig-Holstein riddle remained unsolved, the loss of the
German population was in some ways a relief. Denmark,
however, remained unreconciled to the separation of some
160,000 Danish Slesvigers. Not until a League of Nations
plebiscite in Slesvig in 1920 were their descendants brought
back into the fold.
When Bismarck completed unification of Germany with
decisive military victories over Austria and France, Danish
disappointment over the triumph of German armed might
did much to create a national psychology of defeatism.
Slesvig appeared to have slipped away forever, in defiance of
the fact that the national border on the south had extended
to the Eider River for many centuries. The conflict between
Deutschturn
and
Daneturn
persisted,
abetted
by
geographical contiguity and mixed populations. Slesvig
schools were Germanized. When in 1883 Prussia ordered all
men born in 1863 to report for military service, Slesvig males
of Danish ancestry fled northward and in most cases were
granted asylum. The Prussian Lutheran clergy were of little
help or inspiration to the Danes, who responded with "free
church" movements in Slesvig. Former Danish estates were
sold by the Prussian government to German colonists on a
term basis. 1
A second retrogressive result of the Slesvig Wars for
Denmark was a constitutional revision which moved the
nation toward the Right. Control of the government reverted
to the upper class. The franchise for the Landting was
restricted. Had not the German-Danish
confrontations
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further strengthened the loyalty of the Danes to their kings,
it would be difficult to explain the ease with which upperclass control was restored. Bitter party struggles eventually
ensued, most conspicuously in the Folketing, with wealthy
landlords and the propertied classes aligned against farmers,
laborers, and intellectuals. King Christian X (1863-1906) at
last approved the first cabinet of the Left, in 1901. Thereafter
in practice the Rigsdag, rather than the monarch, determined
the membership of the cabinet.
A corollary to the national spiritual depression is that
Denmark chose to apply her energies no longer to territorial
retention or acquisition but rather to internal improvement,
in the economic realm among others. The years immediately
after the military defeat of 1864 and the loss of SlesvigHolstein brought economic headaches. Once a creditor
nation, Denmark now surrendered a considerable share of
the world market in grain. The Suez Canal, which
annihilated both time and distance in international traffic,
and the American trans-continental railroads, which bound
two oceans with bands of steel and opened up new transoceanic markets for Uncle Sam, boded ill for Danish
agriculture. The world price of grain fell about 50 percent in
the 1870s. With Russian and American wheat glutting the
world market, Denmark could no longer compete on even
terms. 2
But the economic picture brightened. Necessity and the
national honor would have it so. Enterprising merchants
organized the East Asiatic Company. Industrialists created
the Great Northern Telegraph Company. With faith that
what had been outwardly lost could be inwardly regained,
cultivation was extended to the hitherto untilled moors of
Jutland. Marshlands were drained. Practical farming, made
possible by the introduction of new methods, became a
mainstay in the curriculum of the folk high school, an
institution inspired by Bishop Grundtvig. Danish farmers
then began to raise livestock and poultry, thus inaugurating
a profitable meat-producing and dairying era destined to see
Danish bacon, butter, and eggs regularly making their way
to foreign tables, especially British.
-23-

Into the stream of material advance the cooperative
movement blended quite naturally. In the year 1866 a Pastor
H. C. Sonne, who had studied the English Rochdale experiment, was instrumental in organizing 109 families of
Thisted, in northern Jutland, into a workers' society. This
modest beginning of a consumer cooperative movement laid
the foundations for both agricultural cooperatives
and
urban producers' cooperatives. The cooperative idea in
agriculture and in dairying broke through in the 1880s. 3 By
1900 there were about 800 consumer cooperatives, nearly
one in every parish. In defense of their interests farmers also
formed the Venstre (Left or Liberal party in 1870. As a
consequence, the reactionary H0ire (Right or Conservative),
which dominated politics in the 1860s, was challenged by the
farmers and by the urban proletariat.
A motorized fishing fleet and a growing ship-building
industry lent further luster to the economic scene in the last
quarter of the century. Denmark had long since acquired her
first steamship (1819) and constructed her first railroad
(1847), running from Copenhagen to Roskilde, once the
medieval capital and now the great cathedral center. The
sacrifice by international agreement in 1857 of the ancient
right to collect Sound dues from the ships of all nations
traversing the narrow passage between the North Sea and
the Baltic Sea was more than offset by the rapidly growing
economy of later years. 4
In the national revival of Denmark no man excels
N.F.S. Grundtvig (1783-1872), who exhibits in high degree
the Danish love for the ideal, the emotional, and the
romantic. Born into a Lutheran pastor's home, he himself
became educated for the ministry. As poet and reformer his
principal aim was to liberate the Danish Church from
rationalism and formalism. Let the Church be Lutheran, but
let it relate to people's needs and aspirations, he urged. 5
Grundtvig eventually doubted the infallibility of the
Bible and advised, instead, adhe~ence to the Apostles' Creed
and exemplary Christian living. He believed the Creed to
have come directly from the lips of Jesus. Christianity meant
to him an active participation in the varied affairs of life. He
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preferred feeling over doctrine, and personal judgment over
unquestioning acceptance of authority. When the Church
censured his works he resigned his pastorate. Permitted some
years later to resume his pastoral function, he was at long
last consecrated bishop in 1861. In him the Church might
have discerned both hindrance and help, when it is
recognized that his patriotic revivalism appealed so strongly
to the rank and file members that they chose to remain
within the national Church rather than to join rationalists on
the one hand or dissenting bodies on the other.
Patriotism and religion merged in Grundtvig' s thinking.
He held that each nation had a special divine mission within
civilization. Yet some peoples were more important in
furthering God's designs. Historically the Jews, the Greeks,
the Anglo-Saxons, and the Scandinavians were most outstanding. On a sojourn in England he had been impressed
with the freedom of conscience and of political liberty that
prevailed. It is not strange, therefore, that he not only
authored
The Mythology of the North but likewise
translated Beowulf into the Danish and admired AngloSaxon literature generally. Grundtvig implied that the Danes
inherited the mission of re-establishing peace and brotherhood among all mankind. Fulfillment of this grand purpose
was contingent, however, upon loyalty to one's own
national language and traditions. His creativity in hymn
composition won for him the unofficial title of Scandinavia's
most distinguished
religious poet. The appeal in his
numerous original writings and translations was to the
Danish people as a whole, including the unspoiled peasants.
While home missionary societies and religious revivals
accompanied the Grundtvigian movement, it was probably
the folk high schools that made the strongest impact upon
Denmark. Grundtvig had no patience with rote learning and
useless information. His schools therefore stressed vital
Christianity, fervent patriotism, and practical education
along vocational lines. Beginning in 1856, the Grundtvigian
schools numbered about seventy by 1900, with a total of
nearly 4,000 students. The usual educational mechanics were
lacking. There were no admission requirements, no examina-25-

tions, no grades, and no graduation. The learn-by-doing
techniques replaced the formalized method of instruction.
Religion, history, literature, and singing were the mainstays
of the curriculum.
Despite the small number of schools, all privately
financed, the Grundtvigian movement affected Danish life
significantly. Patriotic sentiment and religious sensitivity
were quickened among the population as a whole.
Conversely, submission to the clergy declined, leaving the
Church with a weaker hold upon the parishioners. Although
practically all Danes retained their formal membership in the
established Lutheran institution, there developed a three-fold
division in the ranks. First, there was the old guard, faithful
to the historical Church, next the Grundtvigians, and thirdly
the Inner Mission Society (1854), akin in its teachings to
Grundtvigian concepts but more given to literal fundamentalism and piety than to enjoyment of temporal
pleasures. The Indremission, an outgrowth of Grundtvigianism, was guided after 1861 by Pastor Vilhelm Beck into a
powerful agency. A report of 1895 indicates that the society
then owned 87 mission houses, employed 96 missionaries,
and counted about 200 of the Lutheran clergy and a large
number of public school teachers among its supporters.
Meanwhile, adherents of the Inner Mission kept their statechurch membership.
Some Danes withdrew their names from the rolls of the
State Church. There were distinct advantages in being
Lutheran in Denmark, but one small minority heeded the call
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
(Mormons). An even smaller body joined the Methodists.
The proportion of the followers of Joseph Smith who found
permanent homes in America was rather high. Mormonism's
first spokesmen, who arrived in 1850 to inaugurate the work
of the Scandinavian Mission, were Erastus Snow and his
Danish-American companion Peter 0. Hansen. Their most
rewarding efforts at first were among Danish Baptists, led by
Peter C. M0nster, who soon turned frigid when the
Mormons gave evidence of proselytising.
Protected
somewhat by a freedom-of-conscience clause in the Danish
-26-

Constitution of 1849, the Mormons proceeded to organize
their first congregation in September, 1850. 6
Aided further by a Danish translation of the Book of
Mormon in 1851 and by the monthly Skandinaviens Stjerne
(The Star of Scandinavia) in the same year (semi-monthly
after 1852), the Copenhagen mission not only won converts
but, through the Perpetual Emigrating Fund, assisted many
in the 1850s in reaching the coveted destination of Zion, in
Utah. Probably 12,000 left the homeland for the Mormon
sanctuary in America in the period 1850-1905. Mormon
emigrants from Denmark far outnumbered their brothers
and sisters in the faith from Sweden and Norway. 7
While Methodism in Denmark had greater success than
Mormonism in Norway, Methodism gained fewer converts
than Mormonism in Denmark. From what appears to have
been the original American exposure in 1857, when Boie
Smith arrived, the Methodist constituency grew by 1895 to
2,540 members in full connection, only slightly more than
half of the Norwegian figure in that year. Some 2,790
additional Danes were counted as adherents, who regularly
attended Methodist services, and 32 Sunday schools enrolled
a total of 3,659 pupils. 8
Foremost among the Methodist pioneers in Denmark
was Danish-born Christian B. Willerup, who had encountered American Methodism in the late 1830s and more
recently had performed missionary work among Danish and
Norwegian immigrants in Wisconsin and elsewhere in the
American Middle West. Willerup arrived in Copenhagen in
1858 to support the efforts of Smith and to serve as superintendent of the mission until 1872. At that time he was
relieved by Karl Schou, who likewise received his appointment through the Missionary Society of the Methodist
Episcopal Church in New York City.
While Willerup complained of parishioners who had
little to give financially from their working class wages, of
inadequate salaries for his fellow pastors, of the disruption
caused by the second Slesvig war in 1864, of emigration of
many of the more active members, and of general indifference with occasional opposition on the part of the Lutheran
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clergy and laity, there was a brighter side to the story under
his successor Karl Schou. First, Schou won legal recognition
of his work in 1872 as pastor of the Copenhagen congregation and as superintendent of the Danish Mission by taking
the required oath of loyalty to the state. Second, the mission
gained prestige and financial assistance when two prominent
men identified themselves with it. M. J. Cramer, United
States minister to Denmark in the 1870s, publicly expressed
his approval of the Methodist endeavors. It became known
that Cramer was an ordained Methodist minister from Ohio.
A second person, Harold D0llner, a prosperous merchant
who was named Danish consul-general in New York,
donated liberally toward the erection of the Copenhagen
church (St. Paul's, later renamed St. Mark's), dedicated in
1866. D0llner provided for additional structures in his will.
One of these, dedicated in Odense in 1889, was named the
D0llner Memorial Church. Schou reported that the
sanctuary of this impressive Gothic building was often overcrowded on Sundays, despite the supposedly ample seating
capacity of 550. 9
If the Danish Methodist movement fell short of its
counterpart in Norway, several possible explanations may
be given. Grundtvigianism, more pervasive in Denmark
than in Norway, dramatized the role of Denmark in history
and emphasized
not only patriotism
but practical
Christianity within the framework of the existing church.
The sense of divine mission may well have deterred
thousands
from
withdrawing
from
the Lutheran
organization. A fundamentalist and pietistic Inner Mission,
likewise within the Church, satisfied the desires of those who
spurned Grundtvig' s painless Christianity. In effect, nonLutherans found it more difficult to win others to their
particular beliefs because of the many-sided attractions of
the Evangelical Lutheran communion.
On the other hand, a number of similarities in Denmark
and Norway may be cited, as far as non-conformist
experience is concerned. In both countries Mormon and
Methodist progress was quite modest, if membership rolls
are the sole criteria. Yet foundations were laid for permanent
-28-

institutional
activity. Methodism's
influence extended
beyond the immediate membership, as shown in the large
number of those who attended Methodist worship centers
regularly while hesitating, mainly for social and economic
reasons, to have their names stricken from the registers of
the State Church. A considerable impact on religious life in
Denmark and Norway is reflected also in the rise of the
Sunday school, a Methodist innovation which came to be
adopted by the Lutheran Church.
Forces within Danish society contributed to both attraction and repulsion toward state and church as established
institutions. Hans Christian Andersen (1805-1875), the king
of fables, well personifies a typical Danish allegiance to the
state, if not also to the church. The Norwegian-American
novelist Hjalmar Hjorth Boyesen (1848-1895), himself an
immigrant who more readily than most became Americanized, enjoyed two visits with the famous Dane in Copenhagen just two years before Andersen's death. He found that
Andersen viewed America, which he had not visited, as a
materialistic and restless country. He deplored the white
man's treatment of the Indian. He scorned republicanism,
synonymous in his time with godless socialism. In short, he
respected royalty, shared in the patriotic wave following the
Slesvig wars, and undoubtedly through the medium of his
fairy tales helped to make his country known throughout the
Wes tern world and to make his countrymen proud of being
Danes. Like the ugly duckling, a creation which he confessed
to Boyesen was none other than himself, the Danes too could
raise their heads in the society of man. 10
Another of Denmark's literary lights resembles in his
analysis of society the Norwegian novelist Knut Hamsun.
Henrik Pontoppidan 1857-1943) found much to condemn.
The Church harbored the twin evils of ignorance and
oppression. In that respect he agreed with S0ren Kierkegaard
(1813-1855), the Danish philosopher whose emphasis upon
the personal and the mystical in religion marks him as one of
the founders of modern existentialism. Kierkegaard urged
the destruction of official Christianity. Let persecution
restore the true faith, said he. In Pontoppidan's thinking the
-29-

teaching profession lacked inspiration. The press in his
Lykke-Per (Lucky Peter) catered to the public and to
commercial success. In De D~des Rige (The Kingdom of the
Dead) businessmen were equally culpable with journalists.
Small-town leaders were prisoners of their own provincial
attitudes. Men had no faith, nor were they guided by reason.
They grasped at straws. Whereas Hans Christian Andersen
was generally satisfied in his old age with the monarchy and
its related institutions, the church and the school, the
younger Pontoppidan in his novels of the 1880s and thereafter presented a for bidding social picture. Had American
institutions and society been thought better than the Danish,
perhaps Danes would have been impelled by the critical
novelist to forsake gamle Dan mark (old Denmark) in larger
numbers. 11
A review of the emigration factor in Danish history
prior to 1914 by an economic historian of today reveals
certain data of importance to a clearer understanding. A
royal ban on emigration was in force until 1820, at which
time about a thousand souls had already left the country in
defiance of the king's pleasure. Only after 1868 are systematic
data available. In that year the new law required specific
information of emigrants concerning name, age, occupation,
number in the family, last place of residence, year and
month of departure, and destination. In 1905 a bureau of
statistics began to provide information. By 1966 about twothirds of the data relating to departures from Copenhagen
had been computerized. Departures from the German port of
Hamburg are not covered in the reports. It is conjectured
that those who chose to make their exit via Hamburg may
have had guilty consciences. Or perhaps they were servants
who were breaking their contracts, or young men who
wished to escape military service. Not until 1908 were
repatriates, those who returned to the homeland, identified
and then only through American information. Repatriates
are estimated at 10 percent to 20 percent of the total
emigration. 12
A quick survey of Danish emigration to America would
reveal that not until the decade of the 1850s was there any
-30-

considerable number of emigrants, a total of some 8,000.
The 1860s witnessed an exodus of 20,000, largely explainable
by the Danish distaste for Prussian rule in North Slesvig. The
figures mounted to 34,000 in the 1870s, 90,000 in the 1880s,
and a drop to 53,000 in the 1890s, a decade of economic
disaster in the United States. 13 While after 1871 an ambitious
German Empire cast a long and ominous shadow toward
neighboring Denmark, other factors, mainly economic,
motivated Danish citizens to emigrate.
According to Kristian Hvidt, a clear correlation is to be
seen between "the waves of emigration and the oscillations
of the American trade cycle." Self-betterment was always a
strong inducement for the Danes. Yet Hvidt places European
factors above American in the 175 years or so before the
1920s, when the American quota system, based upon
national origins, went into effect. A notable exception to the
economic drive, as has been observed, was the Mormon
migration to Utah. In Hvidt's words, "Except for England
and Scotland, Denmark delivered more proselytes to the
church of Salt Lake City than any other country in Europe."
Mormon women outnumbered Mormon men. Otherwise,
men prevailed among non-Mormon emigrants. So large was
the male margin in the total emigration from Denmark that
between 1840 and 1910 the nation saw its proportion of men
decline from 49 .4 percent to 48. 7 percent of the population. 14
The Danish-American scholar John Bille reminded his
readers of the late 1890s that Denmark's relatively small
emigration could be explained by improving economic
conditions in the homeland. Want was wholly unknown, he
writes. Whereas the nobility controlled nearly all of the land
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, over 85 percent of
the soil came into the hands of the peasants, who comprised
the bulk of the population. Besides, scientific methods
increased productivity and made land-holding profitable. 15
But Danes did leave for America. Apart from economic
and religious motives, and plain wanderlust, one practical
consideration has yet to be mentioned. Oceanic transportation was improving with the transition from sail to steam,
from long and hazardous voyages averaging 44 days to New
-31-

York to regular schedules and shorter sailings not as
dependent upon the fickle and treacherous winds. The
British Cunard Line inaugurated steamship service in 1840.
The Danes followed in 1879 with the Thingvalla Line,
operating with four vessels after 1881. Of these the Geiser
sank in the Atlantic in 1888, with only fourteen survivors of
the 93 passengers and crew. In Thingvalla's last year, 1897,
when the Danish government withdrew its subsidization,
departures for America from Denmark numbered 1,568
(probably some Norwegians and Swedes among them), from
Norway 1,417, and from Sweden 920. Totals rose sharply
with the organization of the Scandinavian-American
Line
(not Danish), which took advantage of new ideas in
construction, such as steel plating. In 1902 there were 3,389
Danes who boarded its vessels compared with 5,047
Norwegians and 2,732 Swedes. The new line made regular
stops at Copenhagen to fill the need no longer met by
Thingvalla. Casualties of several nationalities ran extremely
high in the tragic sinking of the Norge of the ScandinavianAmerica Line in 1904. The ship left Copenhagen with 495
passengers and took on another 232 at Kristiania. The
steamer struck Rockall, a reef lying two hundred miles to the
west of the Hebrides. Of the 620 who drowned, 72 were
Danes, 284 Norwegians, 103 Swedes, and the remaining 259
were Poles and Russians. 16
As in the case of Norwegian emigrants, travel to
America was often facilitated by eye-catching advertisements and by persuasive personal appeals of railroad and
steamship agents as well as by state immigration commission
representatives.
Emigrant guides, usually written by a
countryman who had made the long journey, were also
effective. Ever since an initial pamphlet, composed by L. J.
Fribert in 1847, Danish immigrant influences were brought
to bear upon the European cousins. As a Danish emigrant of
1843 who mingled with Norwegians in Wisconsin's Muskego
settlement, Fribert spoke words of sound advice and
encouragement.
Men like Rasmus M0ller S0renson, of
whom more will be related later, were directly influenced by
Fribert's guide. The effects of America letters upon Danish
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families and communities cannot be measured with exactness. In any event, the volume of correspondence fell short
of that of Norway, where Amerikabrever undoubtedly
played a major role in the emigration saga. 17
Denmark of the late nineteenth century had a proud
history of continuous and successful monarchical government. For many the pride was further enhanced by the
knowledge that Danish royalty was related by marriage to
other European royal houses. The three daughters of
Christian IX married foreign princes. Alexandra was married
to King Edward VII of Great Britain. Dagmar married Tsar
Alexander III of Russia, and Thyra married the Duke of
Cumberland. The second eldest son, brother to Frederick
VIII (1906-1912), became King Constantine of Greece. Many
a royal gathering lent luster to Copenhagen society. Danish
glory, dating back to Viking days, when King Canute ruled
England and Norway as well as Denmark, continued in
pomp if not in power.
Denmark recovered from the rebuffs of the Napoleonic
wars and the Slesvig wars to gain distinction in the fields of
natural science, arts, politics, and economics. In this respect
her experience resembled that of a resurgent France after the
Franco-German
War. Meanwhile, Denmark maintained
sufficient religious solidarity to offset the Americanimported Mormonism, Methodism, or other denominational
beliefs. Broad in its practice of orthodox in its theology, the
Church allowed ample room for personal and social expression, for fundamentalism and liberalism, and for humanitarianism and patriotism.
In short, the nation whose
resilience was underrated by critical Danes themselves
offered fewer incentives for emigration than did most
European states. In proportion to total population, however,
Danes left in sizable numbers from the cities, villages, and
farms of their ancestral land. It is not from the Danish
historians of the nineteenth century, however, that one
learns of emigration. Their fields of specialization and
interest were more often the ancient and medieval periods.
They hardly thought it proper to mention "the road westwar cl."
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